Red land crabs, Gecarcoidea natalis (Pocock, 1888) are the most abundant land crabs on Christmas Island (Indian Ocean; 10 30 S 105 40 E), occurring at mean densities and biomasses from 0.4 to 1.8 crabs m 2 and 1.0 to 1.5 t ha 1 (Green, 1997). With the exception of some breeding-related activities (Hicks, 1985; Adamczewska & Morris, 2001) these crabs are completely terrestrial, and inhabit dry, shallow burrows throughout rain forest on the island. The largest males grow to >120 mm carapace width and >500 g mass, but virtually nothing is known of growth rates and longevity in this species. Hicks et al. (1990) estimated that one, two, and three year old crabs were 9-20, 17-34, and 22-47 mm carapace width, respectively, and Hicks et al. (1984) guessed that the largest crabs were around 12 years old. Adult crabs moult in sealed burrows without access to free-standing water, but detailed observations of the moulting process, or moult increments, have not been reported for G. natalis. In this note I describe observations of moulting red crabs held in semi-natural conditions in primary rain forest near Murray Hill in the western area of the island. Red crabs were held in arti cial burrows, which consisted of an inclined tunnel (a longitudinally cut section of PVC pipe with a timber cover) leading to an expanded chamber (a vertical section of larger diameter pipe). This chamber approximated the size of natural burrows for crabs in the 60-80 mm size range. The burrows were buried in the ground so that just the top of the chamber and tunnel entrance were exposed. The chamber was tted with a rubber-lined cover, such that it formed a tight seal to trap moisture within the arti cial burrow.
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NOTES AND NEWS
These burrows were originally constructed to determine the fate of interred fruits and seeds (see Green et al., 1997) , but several crabs sealed themselves inside their arti cial burrows and moulted. Removable covers over the burrow chambers allowed repeated, unintrusive observations of the moulting process to be made (29 March, 3, 4, 5, 12, 16, 17, 18, 19, 20, 22, 24, 26, 27, 28, 29 April, and 2, 3, 4, 5, 6 May 1991) .
Detailed records were kept for two male crabs, of pre-moult carapace widths 71.8 (M1) and 65.1 mm (M2). Both crabs sealed their burrows with a deep plug of moist soil between 29 March and 3 April during typical wet season weather, and weighed 142 and 102 g, respectively, on 4 April. At the time of plugging both burrow chambers were completely devoid of litter. Neither crab had completed ecdysis by 12 April. At this time M1 weighed 147 g, an increase of 3.4% over 8 days, and the pericardial sacs showed some signs of expansion at the rear of the carapace. This crab moulted on 17 April, 14-19 days after rst plugging the entrance of its burrow. M2 weighed 105 g on 18 April, an increase of 2.9% over 14 d, by which time the pericardial sacs were obviously bulging from under the rear of the carapace. M2 moulted on 20 April, 17-22 days post-plugging.
Both newly moulted crabs were found lying immediately to the rear of their old exoskeletons, suggesting they withdrew from them backwards. This contrasts with the observations of Henning (1975) , who showed a newly moulted Cardisoma guanhumi (Latreille, 1825) lying atop its shed exuvium. The newly moulted G. natalis were translucent orange in colour, with just the central "H" of the carapace darkly pigmented. Cast exuvia are an important source of Ca and Mg for hardening the new exoskeleton in G. natalis and other land crabs (Greenaway, 1985 (Greenaway, , 1993 , and both crabs began to consume their old exoskeletons almost immediately. The carapace and abdomen (the thinnest parts) were eaten rst, followed by the walking legs, and nally the chelae. The terminal segments of the chelae (the dactylus and propodus) were last to be consumed. M1 took 17 d, and M2 took 16 d, to entirely consume their cast exuviae, by which time the new exoskeletons were fully hardened and had assumed the characteristic deep red and black colouration of the species. The chelae are obviously the most heavily calci ed and toughest parts of the exoskeleton, and were presumably left until the new chelae and mouthparts were suf ciently hardened to process them. Both crabs unplugged their burrows as soon as their exoskeletons were completely consumed; M1 on 4 May and M2 on 6 May, for total below ground periods of 31-36 d, and 33-38 d, respectively.
Moult increments were obtained for four crabs: M1 2.4%, M2 3.0%, another male crab (pre-moult carapace width 67.9 mm) 4.6%, and a female crab (63.2 mm) 1.6%. Burrow plugging data suggest that large G. natalis probably moult annually at the study site (P. Green, unpubl. data), and together, these data suggest that red
